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TWO WEEKS BEFORE THE 2012 NEW YORK CITY MARATHON,
I decided to test my fitness at a small 5K in Queens. I was in my late 30s,
and my training had been solid. Based on the previous year’s times,
I thought T might be able to win. Or not. #> As I warmed up near the

course, I saw two guys doing strides with the form of college track stars.
They must have been 15 to 20 vears younger than me, and they looked
serious. => I decided to let them go and hope they’d blow up, then attack.

Al the gun, they took off at & sub-5:00 pace, even Saster than
I'd excpected. Tlocked n at 5:20, my SK sweet spol when the
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Later that day, a friead seal e @ one-word ext message
“BEAST!™
It's ane of the most conunua oelapbos o raonning snd
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- amonyg he sport’s highest words af praise—second oaly
Al - 2 ta “machine.” Both connote inunspss power and strength,
an ability t run harder, faster and with mare determing
tion than we might have thought possible.

” Bul '.hv)' couldn't be mare different. A machine is tire-

Jess and precise. able to crank oul 4 specific result con-
1 2 Do sistently; « beast ropresents formidable, brute force, the
i // i e incarnation of pure will. And we know we are neither.
7 el ~% We are weak 2nd unpredictable. prone to injury and
B fJ 'H - self ; ;
S A (BN And yet, those wetaphors serve a purpase no less im-
~zy 'l., ' ; portant than our stopwatches and recing (als, Thinking
— if ] of aurselves as mwachines helps us to tick off the miles
| during the lomg, looely stretehes of @ meos, while useginiog
that we're bussts suahles us o dig deep and., an a good day.
= ‘) : : H e l to devour opr competition.
& ‘ = Together, the machine sod the beast comprise the two
' sides of & competitive runner’s psyche—sGentilic neeson
f \ ’ 4 and primal instinct—and pegotisting betweon thase two
- / | 5;. :\;'/' ] ix weyenlial to being the best runnoers we can be.
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THE RUNNER AS MACHINE

The 1uchine is vur foundatian, our ubility to run the sane
pace for hours at 4 lime and w log 70-, 50-, 90-plus miles
perweek. The buast emesges [ater, in the grusling throes of
comprtition, after the machine has done sll it can. And our
language reflacts this: We reserva the heast wetaphor for
pustTacs congratulstions. but wmschine metsphors permeate
the distourse of running.

We dow'ljust gt faster, we “develop Dew grars.” We don't
st Luve Ieps, we have “whools* We B0 o “Cruise control™
va ot roads und “power up” difficult hills. My fatles, who
Tan in the 808, oace told a fst woman he ke that she
wais “like u steed spring wrapped in skin.”

Even whan things o bedlv. the metaphors persist: W
“run out of gas,” “lose steam.” “Eall Aparl™ and “blow up.”
Doap down, wew realize that while we aspine to wachine-like
precision, machines o can fuil- the sdmission is built
into vur vocabulary. But in theery, the hest machines, thuse
teaded to aud cared fur the most, fil the least,

In this sense, I've come 10 o8 ws more like mechanics
han machines. And thongh we'ne not Lixely 20 hear “Yon're
2 mechanic!” being shouted from: the sidelines of & rure
auytima soon, s 4 far maons sompelling metaphor. it en-
Lompasses not just the race, but everything we do to get
there the lempo ruws, ice baths. speod intervals and mas-
sages. Alterall, a machine is only as gaod &8 ils upkesp.

In his 2008 baok sbout the mural valuwe of manys) trades,
Shep Class as Sonlerafl, the philosophar-mechanic Mat
thew Crawbord writes that his joh is to keep & mutoreyele
funclioning al optimiumn cfficiency no matter how old it
inight be, Lo be couscientious and invested emough in his
work (o intuit mechanical problems not immediately ap
purent, and to develop the kind of knowledge thst comes
anly with ywurs of experienoe.

Crawfund’s hook resamated with me =5 1 rnner. Training
our bodies Lo run, and ta keep running, is like working on
odd bikes: Wo care for thewm, mend thwen wheu they're Lea-
ken and test them coastantly, And we listen to thew. avee
vigilant againgl signs of disrepaie, A runnee’s Lwinge is
wmotarevele's nase nul—get to it carly and make sure the
machioe can keep doing its job.

What mwolivates this endless devolion to our own
maintenanca?

A comunon view is contzol. What we Inck in life, we
sewk in sporl—mastery over the entine wnlerpriss. We
constantly reviee our training to improve our PRs, alter
our diets to schieve maximum stremglh at minimal
wieight, create schedules, log every wmile and gencrally
plan vur lives around running. We tinker. twea k. adjuse
and resat. And come mos duy, if everything goes scoord-
ing tw plan, we get to perform like machines tivsless.
procizs and comsistent,

Bul as Robert Pirsig writes in his 1974 classic. Zen

uad the Ant of Motorcyele Maintenance, “Yon are never
dedicated to something you have complele confidence
in" Like the mechanic, we ply our tesde an something
we neilber desigoed nor built, and Lroubleshooting is the
name of the game. We routinely subject ourselves to
chance, 1o the whims of flesh and bone and to trafning
methads that revolve not around foolproof abeolutes, but
variables and probabilites.

Aristothe would gy that we ure practitioners of slochas-
tic art: The word transkates as “to Ruess 317 or “to alm™- i

ETERMINED FACE; HIS POWERFUL, RESOLUTE STRIDE; AND HIS FINAL
10 COMMUNICATE ONE SIMPLE THOUGHT: T0 HELL WITH THIS—LET’S GO.
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TUNE THE
MACHINE

you do his, then you should be able to schivve thal. Bul you
might not. In any stochastic arl, Ceawford notes, mastery is
compatible with failure,

“Fixing things, whether cars or human bodies, is very
different from building things from seratch,” he writes. “The
mechanic and the dactor deal with feilure every day, even
ifthey arc expert. ... This iz becmise they fix things thal are
not of their making, and are therafors never known in a
eomprebensive or dbsolute way”

Fur runners, such nnoertainty manilests iself a3 8 buzz-
ing, full bedy kind of exciteusnt avery time we tor the line.
Why else would we keap daing it? 10 we gol wlal we want-
o every time we tried, we'd luss interest. Our hlowups are
just as molivating as our PRs, and we mever koow which
ane is going to happen. You can have a flawless cyele. and
the whwels can always come off.

T've run mones than 100 races, including 21 marathans,
and if I've leseoed one thing, it's that preparing for #
race- heing a mechanic—takes you only so far. You still
have Lo run the race. And. while training is rational—
meticulons, deliberale 2od logical—racing is insane. As
the budy begins to exhanst its glycogun reserves, (o brain
greadily tries to sap up whatever is left, depriving our

stop and walk or settle for a slower time. “Tley, this is
stupid,” vomr mind whispers. “Give yourself a break.”

1U's often said that overcoming that selftalk—especially
during the final miles of & maralbon—is entirely mental.
Bul (hat implies higher-order cognition, an ability lo reason
vomr way through a race as il il were & game of chess—a
batlle of wits with your oppasition and yaur own [ailing
body. It implins rational thought, wed ax wny competitive
runner kuows, vour thoughts at the end of a moe are any-
thing bat ratianal.

On the conlrary, racing taps into something far more
instinctual and automatic—our lizard brain, if you will,
It's & carryover from when we crawled out of the primaor-
dial swamp, caring about just oo thing: survival. We may
have evolved into intelligent beings, but the lizard brain is
still there, at the hack of vur skull just above our spine,
telling us when W attack and when to run.

THE RUNNER AS BEAST

Lsst spring 1 met a group of frieods to watch the Kentucky
Neshy at a bar in Brooklyw, The room was full af men wear

ing seersucker snits and women in summer dresses and
flopgry, wide-brimeed hats, As my friends talked abaut the
Leainers and jockevs, T was enthralled witl: the bocses.

Halfway into the race, @ horsa named Orb began mav
ing up the pack, from 15" place to first by the final
stretch, where he broke into an all-out sprint. His jockey
stupped spurring him on and just let him fy. It was as if
Orh knew the finish line was straight ahead and was
delermined to be the first one to get there. As be shot
acrass that line. the crowd chwered, toasted their mint
julsps aud resumed their conversations. But [ coulda’t stop
thinking abaut the horse.

Surrounded by the pretenses af civilization, [ el pro-
found sense of kinship with a svaking-wet colt galloping
through the mud. 1 saw myself in his pained. determined
face; his powerful, resalute stride; aed his final burst of
speed thal ssuned o communicate one simple thought:
“To hadl with this - let’s go.

Kenneth McKeever, a professor of equine exercise
physiology at Rutgers University, says the kinship is
realfrom the cellular level to compatitive psychology.
“Hucses apa just like humans” he says. They sweat pro-
fusely, their plasos expands when they run, and they're
natural athletes

Tf we're lovking fvr 2 model of the nltimate beast, how-
wver, mechanically speaking, horses are aol the greatest
distance runners in Lhe animal kingdom. That distine-
Livw, says Bernd Heinrich, hialogist and 2:25 marathoner,
poes to the pronghorn sntelops, which has roamed the
Greal Plaing of North America for more than 4 million
vears, staying alive by oulruaning predatars like lions,

| HAD TUNED THE CRUISE
BUT IN THE FINAL MINUTES

muscles of the fuel they need to keep going—hbenos the
defeatist self talk in the Laller stages of a race, thase soem-
ingly sensible decizions you find yoursell making Lo just

£2 RUNNING TIMES MAY 2014




|
CONTROL OVER COUNTLESS MILES, | KNEW EXACTLY HOW TO PACE MYSELF;

:

suber-toothed Ligers and wven cheetahs.
Pronghorns can ran up to 61 milks pec hour.
have been known to cover 7 miles in fust
10 minules, and have g VO, max of 300 mil

liliters of oxygen per kilogram of hody
weight, For comparison, a thoroughbrod
ruvehiorse has & VO, max of abeat 180, and
Kilian Joroet registecs 89.5 sevarsl points
higher than mest elite marathoners.

But prungharns arent domesticated; they
rue unly for survival. [arses, msaowhile, sul-
mit to lreining methods dike ours: They do
epoad intervals, hill repeats wnd HmPO Fus,
“Horses readily exercise, they love 8, 2 thew
Sive it their all” McKeewer says.

Still, 2o ameunt of training can sceount
fue that elnsive gualisy that gives an athlete
like Orb Lis edge. “With sume hoeses, you can
just son it's in their heads—{beyre going to
win,” McKeever says.

Many of thes bust human runners have the
same wdge. “T'm geing ta wark so that it
pure-guts Tace ul Lhe end,” Pre ance said, “Aad
ifitis, I'm the only ape who csn win "

But what does it mean to run a pure-guls
raon? Duvid Epstein, whose book 1w Sparts
Gene explores myrind factoes that comtribute
t athletic excel lenos, says that eveu Lhe great-
esl enduTaRCs runners are never closa Lo run-
ning all-out. “Fven at the end of v marathon,
Lbere is & massive propoction af mscle fbees
loft wurecruited by Wus brain,” be ssvs. Recruit-
ing thesa fiburs roquires oversiding the Lesin's
fatigue signals, Auimals in the wild do this
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tougher,” Fpstein says. Bat, “When frwo ruu-
ners| are battling it out to the finish, which-
aver one can buller override their brain's
fatigue signals and recruit just a bil more
muscle for the job is going to win”

We'll never knavwe if Oy was better condi-
tioned than his competition thet day ar if he
was able o dig just & Lillk: deeper. But az
thoss 15 harses circlud that 1-mile track. cach
of them morphed, one Ly ane, from e ma
chines they'd been trained Lo e inta the
heasts they arc.

THE RUNNER AS HUMAN

Alfler that race in Queens, the guy who fin-
ished secoad told me he ad indeod just grad-
ualedd from college. where v ran 1:51 {1y Use
HOM—a speed T iever reach 1o wmatter haw
luard Terain, He hod the gears, but he didut yet
know Lww to use theuw in 2 longee ruce. Twns
37. L had tuned the criise coatrol over count-
less miles, and 1 knew exacthy ow to pane
usyselffor a SK. But my intecuasl GPS omly louk
me 20 fur. In the final minutes of that rmce. |
became nothing but heat, beeath, n pounding
heartlesit and two increasingly heavy legs
churning the earth beneath: my foat,

And though | raced like Orb that day, '
usually ouw of the horses Lrailing belind
mving it evervthiog but, like Ramaala, run-
ning ot of gears. At the same raon a year lter,
T pushed just &s hard and finished cighth,

frequently, becanse their Lives depend vz it. We do it uoder
dire cinumstanoss, or, in the Gase of sports, contrived ones,

Seeing a finish line, for example, pravides “a silustional
cuntext” thal “engages soww of that hardware that evolved
for survival.” Epstein says. thus enubling ns to push hard-
er than we Lhought we could midrace, “Whaen the end is
near, the brain-rativning is lifted tw 2 dogres,”

Na race in recent memory has exenplificd this mone
thau Lhe 2005 New Yark City Marathan, where defending
champlon Headrick Ramasla and Paul Tergat sprinted neck
aud neck for the final 385 yards of that race. As Terpal
ground ks toeth and Lurtled himself focward with his long,
selentless strides, Ramaala fought hack hard his cves wids,
his mouth agape. In the final seconds of the race, Tergat
surged and Rauala foll back by a single step. Ramaala
wonld leter say that L fult nothing but resistance ix his
legs andd that he simply “ran oul of grars.” He wollapsed the
mament be crassed the finish line,

“Wie can't really know wihwiher Tergat was slightly more
fit or ecounmical than Ramaala, or whedher he was slightly

more than 1 minute bekind the guy I'd beaten in 2012,
Bocause no matter how much we might want somnething—
an overall win, a negative split, & PR—our mechanical
limnitations canuol ahwavs be uvercame by will alone, Orb
isn't undeleated and neither was Pre,

Bul that’s beside the point—or rather, it's the whale point.
“The experience of failure tempers the conacit of wastery,”
Crawliord writes, urnd it motivates s tn keap 4l it. In the res-
tiation Letween our internal machiues and beasts, place
awent, time and prizes are imelevant. And U ultimate poal is
not machine fike perdfection, bat supething far moee attain-
abile: the knowledge that we invested ourselyves onmplstely in
the project, devedoped the best nxschines we could wnd, when
e time cau, Jet the bessts in us take chiange and carry ws
alomg with determination and foeos we didn’t kavw we had,

After all, we may be weuk and impredictable, proas o
injury and self-dould, but that's not all we are, L running,
we find & rare opportunily to be driven s muoch by reason
and the desire for excellence as by basic, animal instinet,
That is, human. sr

| BECAME NOTHING BUT HEAT, BREATH AND A POUNDING HEARTBEAT.
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